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A Mother and Son Are Reunited After 18 Years
Comice Johnson
Today, Alfonso Xicali López will see his mom for the first time in 18 years. He is sitting on a train
headed to Brooklyn with his three daughters, Stephanie, 14, Flor, 20, and Jackelin, 22. He leans
on their shoulders. “Give me a shot of tequila for my nerves!” he jokes.
Stephanie is holding a bouquet of red roses. Alfonso turns to her and asks if she’s feeling
nervous too. She nods.
Three days earlier, Stephanie suddenly started crying when she thought about meeting her
grandmother for the first time. “I only talk to her through the phone,” she said.
Alfonso is participating in a program called Raíces de Puebla, which means Roots of Puebla in
Spanish. The program pays for tourist visas and plane tickets for the relatives of undocumented
Mexican immigrants who haven’t seen their family members in a decade or more. The
government of Alfonso’s home state, Puebla, funds the program. They aim to maintain family
connections and reward immigrants who are active members of their communities.
While the Trump administration has increased ICE raids and anti-immigrant rhetoric, Raíces has
actually expanded. This year, they brought almost 600 people from Puebla for 3-week trips to
several cities across the country including Los Angeles, New York City and Chicago among
others.
The program is run by Mi Casa es Puebla, an organization dedicated to serving Pueblan
immigrants, which is funded by their government.
Ana Flores, who is the Executive Director of their offices in both New Jersey and New York City,
said the program sends a message of hope to undocumented immigrants. She said it also brings
a new perspective to the larger community, who may not understand what it’s like to be
separated from family. “Just to humanize the immigration process. At the end of the day, these
people are like you and me. They have families and they are human beings,” she said.
In order to qualify for the program, the relatives in Puebla who wish to visit the U.S. must be
parents or grandparents of the immigrant here, and they must be 60 or older. Flores said the
age requirement is one of reasons that the U.S. embassy approves most of the visa applications
from Raíces. “They can tell that these elderly people are not really interested in staying in the
U.S. They are just going to come and visit,” she said.
According to Flores, as much as 60 percent of New York’s Mexican population comes from the
state of Puebla. Unlike members of long-established Mexican communities in California, these
are more recent immigrants, many of whom arrived in the ‘90s.

“Puebla didn’t have a long history of migration and so they needed to find a place that they
wouldn’t feel like they were competing for jobs with a lot of other people with the same sets of
skills. And New York had jobs,” said Alyshia Gálvez, Professor of Latin American and Latino
Studies at Lehman College and author of multiple books on Mexican immigrants.
During this time period, Alfonso was one of many immigrants who came to New York from
Puebla in hopes of economic opportunities. He was 24 when he decided to leave San Jerónimo
Tecuanipan, a town with a population of about 2000.
He wanted to join his older brother and sister who were already living in New York City. They
had made the journey across the border several years earlier. But Alfonso’s parents gently tried
to convince him to stay, fearful of the risks he would face while crossing the border. “At least
the other two got here safely,” said Alfonso, “But, when I came, they had to worry again.”
While Alfonso made his way across the border, his mother, Inocencia López, prayed to la Virgen
de Guadalupe to protect him.
The surge of immigrants leaving Puebla in the ‘90s can be traced to several factors according to
Professor Gálvez. She said this era was like a perfect storm for Mexico. “There is a drought,
there is a peso devaluation, there’s a really terrible presidential election, in which one of the
candidates was assassinated,” she said.
And then there was NAFTA. Gálvez added that the trade agreement had a big impact on
migration during this period. Many Mexican farmers couldn’t compete with the American
government-subsidized crops that suddenly flooded the country.
Gálvez explained one of the ways Alfonso’s home state was affected. “Puebla was a site where
a lot of avocados were grown, and NAFTA introduced new protections for Florida avocado
growers,” she said. Under these circumstances, many farmers in Puebla couldn’t sell their
produce, abandoned their land and ended up coming to the U.S.
When Alfonso left, he was planning to save up a little money and then return to Mexico. “It was
going to be two years. That’s approximately how long I thought I would stay,” he said.
When he got to the city, he quickly found work with the help of his brother and his sister’s
husband. But he was homesick. “I was feeling like, ‘Wow, it’s been five months, and I don’t
know many people. All I do is work,’” he said.
Then, just when he was starting to get used to life in New York City, terrorists attacked the
World Trade Center and killed almost 3000 people.
“I was working, making furniture here in the Bronx when it happened,” said Alfonso. He
remembers feeling worried that he and his siblings might not be safe. He wondered if another

attack might follow. “In that moment, I thought, ‘It would be better to leave. If we stay, maybe
we will never leave,’” he said.
Alfonso said that it was harder to find steady work in the months that followed 9/11. “There
was a lot of chaos. Things were destabilized,” he said.
But he decided to stick it out a little while longer. And then, he met Sandra Santos, another
Mexican immigrant who came from the same state as him. They quickly became close. “I
helped her and she helped me. It was something different than being here alone,” he said.
He also started to become more involved with the city’s Mexican community. His sister invited
him to a folkloric ballet class. He loved remembering the traditions from home. Now he leads a
dance troupe with Sandra and their three daughters.
Back then, his parents still hoped that he would be home soon. He remembers buying long
distance calling cards so he could speak to his mom and dad for a couple minutes a week.
“When are you coming back?” they would always ask. He would send NYC postcards and write
to them frequently, and they would mail him photos from birthday celebrations.
As technology evolved, they maintained even closer contact by chatting on WhatsApp and
sending videos and photos.
Months ago, Alfonso started the application process with Raíces de Puebla. He heard about the
program through the Mexican community. The program director, Flores, said that they don’t
need to do much work to promote Raíces because word has already spread. “Daily, we receive
up to 20 phone calls from people who are interested,” she said.
Raíces was launched in 2016 by Rafael Moreno Valle Rosas, who was then the Governor of
Puebla. He got the idea when he visited another state that was doing something similar.
Two years earlier, another program called Ñani Migrante began helping people from one small
town in Puebla reunite with their undocumented relatives in the U.S. The project was one of
the first of its kind to work with Mexican families living in New York, according to Gonzalo
Mercado, Executive Director of La Colmena Community Job Center in Staten Island, which runs
the program. “We heard several governors of states in Mexico started to do similar projects,
kind of taking our model,” he said.
Ñani Migrante organizes festivals and brings people from Puebla to cook or perform. They are
considered cultural ambassadors. “Many of these families come from economically depressed
regions, but they are rich in culture and traditions,” said Mercado.
He said one of the goals of the project was to analyze the root causes of migration and consider
how they would like to see policies change.

“The idea that we should be from one place and stay there, it’s not old, it’s new, and it’s tied to
the whole nation-state narrative,” said Mercado. “What it has turned into now, is the free flow
of money and capital. And the criminalization of people who want to move across borders,” he
said.
Mercado said their project is not government-funded, and they don’t have the resources to pay
for visas or plane tickets. They work to facilitate the visa application process.
Flores said that Raíces de Puebla is the only program of its kind operating in New York that pays
for everything.
Raíces does have some expectations for the undocumented immigrants who apply. Flores said
that in order to qualify, they need to be contributing in some way. “All of them have to
participate in a community group or be doing something good for the community,” she said.
She said that Raíces also considers applicants who participate in civic duties back in their
hometowns by donating money to pave roads, buy computers for schools or pay for cultural
festivals.
In Alfonso’s case, leading a dance group helped him qualify.
Several weeks before Raíces confirmed when the visitors from Puebla would arrive, Alfonso’s
mom called him from the U.S. embassy in Mexico City.
“She was so happy, she could barely speak,” he said. Her visa application had been approved.
Alfonso was on his lunch break with his boss from the landscaping company where he works.
He didn’t want to appear overly emotional, but when his burger arrived he couldn’t even eat.
His father’s application with Raíces was denied. And although everyone was disappointed that
he wouldn’t be coming, they didn’t let it outweigh their excitement that at least part of the
family would be together for the first time in years.
Several days before her flight to New York City, Alfonso’s mom, Inocencia, finally felt like it was
real. She said she couldn’t wait to meet her granddaughters. “It’s not the same on the phone,”
she said. “I am very excited to hold them to my chest, to see their faces,” she said.
Meanwhile, Alfonso and his family took all of the photos off their walls and repainted their
entire living room.
On the day of Inocencia’s arrival, Alfonso was on a downtown five train. He was wearing black
dress shoes and a dark wool pea coat.

His mom, Inocencia, who had just been on a plane for the first time in her life, was leaving
Kennedy International Airport with the entire group of visiting elders from Puebla.
The reunion was going to take place inside Brooklyn Borough Hall. When they arrived, Alfonso
and his youngest daughter, Stephanie, walked up the marble staircase to the courtroom. Raíces
staff members told Flor and Jackelin to wait downstairs because there wasn’t enough room to
accommodate everyone.
Alfonso, who is normally talkative and quick to tell jokes, grew quiet and reserved. He and
Stephanie sat waiting for more than an hour. The room was filled with dozens of other families
also holding bouquets and colorful balloons. But they barely spoke.
And then, after more than an hour, a band began playing soft music and the Spanish-language
news media set up video cameras. The families were closer than ever to the moment they had
been waiting for.
Flores gave a short speech, “74 families will be reunited today,” she said. “They all have 10-year
visas. They can return. While some people are talking about building walls, we want to build
bridges,” she said.
Finally, staff members from Raíces began calling names from a long list. One by one, people
walked to the front of a packed room to see their parents for the first time in years.
Two women dropped to their knees as their elderly mother walked slowly towards them. Tears
streamed down people’s cheeks. TV camera operators angled to get their shots.
Alfonso was almost the last person to be called. “And now, a man who is a leader in the
community, who leads a dance group, Alfonso Xicali,” they announced.
When he reached his mom, they held each other in an embrace that was both fierce in its
intensity and incredibly tender.
When Alfonso, Inocencia and Stephanie left the courtroom, Flor and Jackelin were standing at
the foot of the staircase grinning. They held up a huge welcome banner, which was handpainted and decorated with red hearts. Jackelin, who studied graphic design, had made it the
night before.
Back at Alfonso’s apartment, his entire family assembled. His youngest brother hadn’t seen
Inocencia in 13 years. His oldest brother had waited two decades. His sister left Mexico 23 years
ago.
Inocencia told them that she wanted to spend five days with each of them. “You don’t know
how much happiness it gives me to be here. But also, how upset I feel that my partner couldn’t
come,” she said.

Inocencia and her four children sat on a small couch and cried together for a long time. Their
kids lingered around the edges of the room looking on quietly. Some of them also had tears in
their eyes.
Inocencia spent her first few days in New York at Alfonso’s home. He said they barely even
went out. All they wanted to do was talk, all day and late into the night. “It was intimate to be
able to chat about the time that had passed since we last saw each other. We shared. We lived
together in this house,” he said.
The day of Inocencia’s departure, Alfonso, his wife and daughters all took time off from work
and school. Along with his older brother, they stood in front of the Mexican consulate where
the sidewalk was packed with all the other families that Raíces had reunited. Now, they all had
to say their goodbyes.
As Inocencia made her way through the crowd, Alfonso turned to his daughters and joked that
he was going back to Mexico too. “Bye, we’re getting on the bus!” he said.
While the last few people boarded, the families on the sidewalk squinted to find their loved
ones behind the bus’s tinted windows.
Alfonso saw his mom and blew her a kiss. He said it was very hard to say goodbye again. “Well,
not bye. I said, ‘I’ll see you later. I’ll see you next time, when you come back,’” he said.
Even though Inocencia can now visit Alfonso and his brothers and sister in New York City, they
still can’t go back to Mexico. And that was on her mind the day she arrived.
She told them that she doesn’t expect them to make the trip home when she passes away. “If
one day something happens, you don’t need to come, children. Wherever you want, you can
say your prayer,” she said.

